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The A-B-C’s of Behavior
May the Environment Be With You!
Denise Duke, Ed. S., BCBA
Behavior Specialist
Houston County Board of 
Education
What will we cover today?
• What exactly is the Environment?
• What is the difference between a setting event 
(slow trigger) and an immediate antecedent 
(fast trigger)?
• Why is it important to operationally define a 
behavior?
• How do you operationally define a target 
behavior that is observable and measureable?
• What are the environmental variables that 
influence and maintain behavior?
• How do motivating operations influence 
reinforcer effectiveness?
Just to get you thinking…
Michael’s Story
Just what is the ENVIRONMENT?
• Cooper, Heron, and Heward (2007) refer to the 
ENVIRONMENT as “a complex, dynamic 
universe of events that differs from instance to 
instance.”  
• Johnston and Pennypacker (1993) include both 
the external surroundings and the internal 
events occurring inside the “behaver.”
• In a nutshell, the environment is EVERYTHING 
(the PEOPLE, PLACES, and THINGS) that 
surround us.
The 3-Term Contingency
BEHAVIOR!
Now…the thing that brings us together today…
Understanding Behavior
Those unfamiliar with the science of behavior 
often offer explanations of behavior that are not 
helpful for finding a solution.
These explanations are often referred to as 
“circular reasoning.”  
 “He won’t sit because he has ADHD.”  
 “How do you know he has ADHD?”
 “I know because he won’t sit!”
 “She refuses to follow directions because she is 
ODD!”
 “How do you know she has ODD?”
 “I know because she won’t follow directions!!”
Circular Reasoning


Examples of Very Specific
Operational Definitions of 
Behavior
• Propel an object with force through the air by 
movement of hand/arm 
• Using an open or closed hand to strike or attempt to 
strike the body part and/or clothing of another 
person/self 
• Projecting matter from mouth (1 inch from body)
• Forcefully gripping skin between finger(s) and/or 
thumb (including with enough force to leave a visible 
mark)  
• Collapsing body from a standing or seated position 
to lying on the ground in an uncontrolled manner 
that is not within context of the ongoing activity 
Operational Definition of the 
Problem Behavior
Antecedent Events
Discriminative Stimulus (SD) – A signal that 
reinforcement is available.
• Ever wonder why people act differently in the 
presence of different people or in different 
settings?  Here’s your answer!
Motivating Operation (MO) – Two types
• Establishing Operation (EO) – Increases the 
value of a reinforcer.
• Abolishing Operation (AO) – Decreases the 
value of a reinforcer.
Setting Events – This refers to events that occur 
before, but not immediately, the behavior of 
interest.  This could include the internal events 
mentioned earlier.

Consequences
• What do YOU think of when you hear the word 
CONSEQUENCES?
• How does it differ from the way it applies to the 
3-term Contingency?
• That’s why I prefer the term CONSEQUENT 
EVENT.

REINFORCERS
Consequent events that 
increase the probability that 
the behavior they follow will 
happen again.
PUNISHERS
Consequent events that 
decrease the probability 
that the behavior they 
follow will happen again.
Positive
An event, 
object, or 
condition is 
ADDED!
Negative
An event, 
object, or 
condition is 
REMOVED!
Positive
An event, 
object, or 
condition is 
ADDED!
Negative
An event, 
object, or 
condition is 
REMOVED!
Candy, 
attention,
computer time
Aspirin for a 
headache,
Leaving a 
crowded room.
Spanking Time out

A little something about the 
importance of preference 
assessments…
Functions of Problem Behavior
• Socially mediated positive reinforcement 
– Access to tangibles or attention from 
peers/adults
• Socially mediated negative 
reinforcement – Escape from 
aversive/non-preferred activities
• Automatic reinforcement in the form of 
sensory feedback (stereotypical 
behaviors)

Screening
Make sure there isn’t a physical issue 
contributing to the problem behavior.
Make sure that there’s an actual need 
for an FBA and that there’s not a 
simple explanation.
Now let’s look at the story in 
light of the A-B-C’s…
Michael’s Story
DATA Collection and 
Direct Observation
• Momentary Time Sampling
• Duration
• Frequency
• A-B-C recording

FREQUENCY CHART 
Date:          TARGET BEHAVIOR:                           
STUDENT:       
Observer:       
7:30 8:00 8:30 9:00 9:30 10:00 10:30 11:00 11:30 12:00 12:30 1:00 1:30 2:00 2:30 3:00 
7:31 8:01 8:31 9:01 9:31 10:01 10:31 11:01 11:31 12:01 12:31 1:01 1:31 2:01 2:31 3:01 
7:32 8:02 8:32 9:02 9:32 10:02 10:32 11:02 11:32 12:02 12:32 1:02 1:32 2:02 2:32 3:02 
7:33 8:03 8:33 9:03 9:33 10:03 10:33 11:03 11:33 12:03 12:33 1:03 1:33 2:03 2:33 3:03 
7:34 8:04 8:34 9:04 9:34 10:04 10:34 11:04 11:34 12:04 12:34 1:04 1:34 2:04 2:34 3:04 
7:35 8:05 8:35 9:05 9:35 10:05 10:35 11:05 11:35 12:05 12:35 1:05 1:35 2:05 2:35 3:05 
7:36 8:06 8:36 9:06 9:36 10:06 10:36 11:06 11:36 12:06 12:36 1:06 1:36 2:06 2:36 3:06 
7:37 8:07 8:37 9:07 9:37 10:07 10:37 11:07 11:37 12:07 12:37 1:07 1:37 2:07 2:37 3:07 
7:38 8:08 8:38 9:08 9:38 10:08 10:38 11:08 11:38 12:08 12:38 1:08 1:38 2:08 2:38 3:08 
7:39 8:09 8:39 9:09 9:39 10:09 10:39 11:09 11:39 12:09 12:39 1:09 1:39 2:09 2:39 3:09 
7:40 8:10 8:40 9:10 9:40 10:10 10:40 11:10 11:40 12:10 12:40 1:10 1:40 2:10 2:40 3:10 
7:41 8:11 8:41 9:11 9:41 10:11 10:41 11:11 11:41 12:11 12:41 1:11 1:41 2:11 2:41 3:11 
7:42 8:12 8:42 9:12 9:42 10:12 10:42 11:12 11:42 12:12 12:42 1:12 1:42 2:12 2:42 3:12 
7:43 8:13 8:43 9:13 9:43 10:13 10:43 11:13 11:43 12:13 12:43 1:13 1:43 2:13 2:43 3:13 
7:44 8:14 8:44 9:14 9:44 10:14 10:44 11:14 11:44 12:14 12:44 1:14 1:44 2:14 2:44 3:14 
7:45 8:15 8:45 9:15 9:45 10:15 10:45 11:15 11:45 12:15 12:45 1:15 1:45 2:15 2:45 3:15 
7:46 8:16 8:46 9:16 9:46 10:16 10:46 11:16 11:46 12:16 12:46 1:16 1:46 2:16 2:46 3:16 
7:47 8:17 8:47 9:17 9:47 10:17 10:47 11:17 11:47 12:17 12:47 1:17 1:47 2:17 2:47 3:17 
7:48 8:18 8:48 9:18 9:48 10:18 10:48 11:18 11:48 12:18 12:48 1:18 1:48 2:18 2:48 3:18 
7:49 8:19 8:49 9:19 9:49 10:19 10:49 11:19 11:49 12:19 12:49 1:19 1:49 2:19 2:49 3:19 
7:50 8:20 8:50 9:20 9:50 10:20 10:50 11:20 11:50 12:20 12:50 1:20 1:50 2:20 2:50 3:20 
7:51 8:21 8:51 9:21 9:51 10:21 10:51 11:21 11:51 12:21 12:51 1:21 1:51 2:21 2:51 3:21 
7:52 8:22 8:52 9:22 9:52 10:22 10:52 11:22 11:52 12:22 12:52 1:22 1:52 2:22 2:52 3:22 
7:53 8:23 8:53 9:23 9:53 10:23 10:53 11:23 11:53 12:23 12:53 1:23 1:53 2:23 2:53 3:23 
7:54 8:24 8:54 9:24 9:54 10:24 10:54 11:24 11:54 12:24 12:54 1:24 1:54 2:24 2:54 3:24 
7:55 8:25 8:55 9:25 9:55 10:25 10:55 11:25 11:55 12:25 12:55 1:25 1:55 2:25 2:55 3:25 
7:56 8:26 8:56 9:26 9:56 10:26 10:56 11:26 11:56 12:26 12:56 1:26 1:56 2:26 2:56 3:26 
7:57 8:27 8:57 9:27 9:57 10:27 10:57 11:27 11:57 12:27 12:57 1:27 1:57 2:27 2:57 3:27 
7:58 8:28 8:58 9:28 9:58 10:28 10:58 11:28 11:58 12:28 12:58 1:28 1:58 2:28 2:58 3:28 
7:59 8:29 8:59 9:29 9:59 10:29 10:59 11:29 11:59 12:29 12:59 1:29 1:59 2:29 2:59 3:29 
Behavior Intervention Team 
ABC Data Form 
 
Student:________________________  ________ Teacher:_____________________________   Date:   - -_____ 
 
Time 
Begin-
End 
Target Behaviors Place  
Where it occurred 
Context/Activity Antecedent 
Exactly what happened 
right before the 
behavior 
Consequence 
What happened right 
after the behavior 
Student Reaction  
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
       
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
Key for A-B-C Sheet
Target BX Place Context/Activity Antecedent Consequence Student
Reaction
A. Biting
B. Hitting
C. Throwing 
things
You will know you’re on your 
way to understanding behavior 
when…
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